NKT cells: manipulable managers of joint inflammation.
The importance of T cell participation in the aetiology and pathogenesis of rheumatoid arthritis (RA) is now widely appreciated. The disease is mediated by activated pro-inflammatory, self-reactive T helper cells, instigating the chronic autoimmune response characteristic of rheumatoid inflammation. Natural killer T (NKT) cells are a distinctive population of T cells thought to protect self-tissues from damaging inflammatory immune responses, and are often recognized as a regulatory T cell subtype, regulating the magnitude or class of the immune response. Recently, a number of studies have provided insight concerning the role of NKT cells in different models of autoimmune joint inflammation, suggesting the involvement of this specialized T cell subset in controlling initiation and perpetuation of arthritic disease. The aim of this review is to provide rheumatologists with an introduction of the principal features of NKT cells, to give an overview of the data obtained in animal models of arthritis and to discuss the hypothesized mechanisms. Finally, we will speculate on future prospects with regard to NKT cell-targeted treatment of arthritic disease by use of glycolipids.